This article explores precipitating events, emotions, and decisions associated with older consumers' disposition of special possessions. Findings are based on analyses of semistructured interviews with 80 older consumers, complemented by depth interviews with seven informants. Cherished possessions and their disposition play a significant role in older consumers' reminiscence and life review. Concerns about disposition of special possessions involve strong and ambivalent emotions. Older consumers voice concern over avoiding intrafamilial conflict, reducing uncertainty, and exercising control over the future life of special possessions. We emphasize the storied nature of the meanings consumers attach to their cherished possessions and the way in which these storied meanings are bundled with life review and disposition concerns. Many older consumers attempt to control meanings transferred with cherished possessions. They seek to pass on personal and familial legacies, achieve symbolic immortality, insure a good home for special objects, and/or influence the future lives of others. We show that there is a porous boundary between ownership and disposition of cherished possessions. And to our knowledge this is the first research to identify tactics and heuristics employed to select recipients for special possessions, time transfers, and effect these transfers. We suggest that future research could explore individual differences in disposition behaviors, the use of possessions by older consumers as external mnemonic props, disposition decision theory, cultural differences in disposition behaviors, or the role of special possessions in the creation of familial legacies.
I keep telling my children, "If you want something, take it." They say, "Hold it." I say, "No." We are reaching a point that we don't need all this that we have. We need to get rid of it. And we are. Slowly-You know, when you get to a certain stage in life, you're trying, you don't want to-But see, as you get older, we have all this stuff that we don't really use. And we would like to, not all of a sudden-. Tell you what, I go to estate sales all the time. And when I go, every time I go, I realize that I have to do something. I must get rid of what I have. It is so sad [stresses the word sad] and there are these beautiful items that are being sold-And I think of these people, and of how they must have felt. They had all of this, and it meant so much to them. So, every time I go, I think that's not going to happen to me. The better things must go, and I want them to go to the one that would really appreciate it. I have four children. See, I have one in Hawaii... Now, when they come here, next summer, or whenever they are coming, we always load them up. And they take things back...When you have something that means something to you, it's the idea that, if they are going to use it, it's wonderful. But, if they are going to sell it, I could do that. But I don't because I want them (my children) to have it. It should mean as much to them as it means to me. (Iris, married, 78 years old) T his article explores precipitating events, emotions, and decisions associated with a problem of considerable topical relevance-older consumers' disposition and distribution of special possessions (Jacoby, Berning, and Dietvorst 1977; Young 1991; Young and Wallendorf 1989) .
We focus on older consumers (between 55 and 95 years of age) because late adulthood provokes increasing recognition of mortality (Butler 1963; Marshall 1975) . 1 In response, life review (including reminiscence) often becomes more frequent (Butler 1963 (Butler , 1974 Havighurst and Glasser 1972; Kirschenblatt-Gimblett 1989; Molinari and Reichlan 1985; Revere and Tobin 1980) . In the life review process, people ask, "What does my life stand for?" and "What will be my legacy?" 2 Mnemonically rich special possessions can figure prominently in this narrative process concerned with life meaning and legacy (Kamptner 1989 (Kamptner , 1991 Kamptner, Kayano, and Peterson 1989; Shermann 1991; Sherman and Newman 1977-1978; Unruh 1983) . And life review may initiate a concern with the future of special possessions (Freund 1993; Gentry, Baker, and Kraft 1995; Kopytoff 1986; McCracken 1988a; Unruh 1983) .
Our research examines possessions described by older consumers as "special," "cherished," "favorite," and/or "priceless" (Kleine et al. 1995; Mehta and Belk 1991; Richins 1994a Richins , 1994b Wallendorf and Arnould 1988) . Owners hold these possessions dear independent of their exchange value (Holbrook 1994) , and idiosyncratic meanings are central to their worth (Baudrillard 1981; Bourdieu 1984; Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton 1981; Grayson and Shulman 2000; Holt 1995; Richins 1994a) . Exploring disposition decisions related to cherished objects requires us to attend to their meanings.
Finally, we emphasize the viewpoint of older consumers. Obviously their decisions engage the perspectives of, and may be influenced by, many others, including family, caretakers, friends, estate planners, and collectors. Nevertheless, we background those others, allowing them to enter as represented in older consumers' stories. Hence, our interpretation features the networks of meanings informants construct in situ (Thompson, Locander, and Pollio 1989) .
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STUDY OVERVIEW
This research seeks to clarify a particular problem-the problem of older consumers' disposition of special possessions. This problem is not neatly located in an existing research stream. No research that we examined directly ad-1 Of course, the problem of special possession disposition or transfer is not unique to this population (Joy and Dholakia 1991; McCollum 1990; Mehta and Belk 1991; Pavia 1993; Stevenson and Kates 1998) . 2 Again, life review is not the exclusive privilege of older consumers. Many of us engage in life review as we narratively construct and reconstruct our life stories (Belk 1991b; Butler 1963; Kirschenblatt-Gimblett 1989; Kleine, Kleine, and Allen 1995; Rosenwald and Ochberg 1992; Schouten 1991) . For example, when a mother saves clothing and objects from either commercial exchange (garage sales, Goodwill, or secondhand shops), or informal exchange networks (younger children of friends), she is possibly already considering the desired eventual disposition or transfer of those objects to the children of her children. dresses the context for emotions, or key decisions associated with older consumers' disposition of special possessions. Instead the problem straddles diverse literatures and disciplines. Research representing many different disciplinary perspectives examines life review and life narrative, gift giving, role transitions, possession meanings, social reproduction, consumer decision making and emotions, and aging consumers. On these broad topics, diverse disciplinary perspectives provide insights on how to situate and interpret our data. In particular, these literatures illuminate events in older consumers' lives that stimulate the decision to dispose of their special possessions, cherished possession meanings, motives or goals associated with cherished possession disposition, and tactics that might be used by older consumers to accomplish their particular disposition goals.
Rather than present a comprehensive review of related literature, we first describe the research reported in this manuscript. We then present our informants' own stories organized around an emergent theoretical schema shown in Figure 1 . Figure 1 represents the context for and key decisions that face older consumers contemplating disposition of special possessions. Table 1 summarizes key insights across literatures relevant to older consumers' disposition behavior; we integrate these perspectives into our findings as they bear on the analysis we propose. As suggested by Figure 1 and Table 1 , our findings are organized around several fundamental issues evident across the literature including (a) events precipitating disposition, (b) emotions associated with disposition decisions, (c) meaning bundles associated with special possessions, (d) disposition goals, and (e) disposition tactics. This organization shows that the literature informed data collection and our interpretation but did not provide tidy theoretical guidance.
Just as our problem intersects multiple disciplines and literatures, our findings invite future research by researchers with varying goals. Moreover, the findings have application for diverse stakeholders, including older consumers, their families, social workers, family counselors, estate planners, and marketing organizations. All may be interested in facilitating more effective intergenerational possession transfers to accomplish older consumers' disposition goals. We conclude the article with a brief discussion of practical applications and directions for future research.
RESEARCH ACTIVITY
Research reported here took place between 1995 and 1998. Two primary sources of data from a larger corpus inform the analysis. Eighty semistructured interviews with older consumers ranging in age from 65 to 95 focused on their special possessions. They consitute the first data set. Seven depth interviews with older consumers ranging in age from 55 to 82 that also focused on special possessions constitute the second data set. Appendix A provides a summary profile of the 87 participants whose stories inform the analysis.
We stumbled upon the ubiquity of the disposition phenomena in earlier depth interviews with a different sub-stantive focus. As a result, we collected both data sets to explore older consumers' cherished objects and disposition decisions related to these objects. Our aim was to explore the scope and meaning of the phenomena of disposition in a context where a survey approach would yield thin data or present insurmountable complexities in interpretation. We sought understanding of a phenomenon, not representation of a population (McCracken 1988b) .
Semistructured Interviews
The majority of informants in the first data set reside in the southeastern United States but in other respects represent considerable variation in age, economic circumstances, living arrangements, and previous occupations. Forty students enrolled in an undergraduate market research class served as the interviewers for this data collection. The first author trained and coached interviewers in interview procedures. Use of semistructured interview questions, illustrated in Appendix B, provided consistent structure across interviewers. Interview probes individuated each interview. Interviews lasted between 35 and 90 minutes. Nearly all were conducted at the participant's residence. 4 Interviewers were encouraged to interview individuals over 65 with whom they had an acquaintance, friendship, or kin relationship. In about 40 percent of the interviews, interviewers and informants were blood relations (most often grandchildren). We thought that older informants' incentive to engage in the transfer of cherished possessions to a younger generation would facilitate their readiness to participate (Adler and Adler 1987; Rosenfeld 1979a) . Somewhat surprisingly, no student, even those interviewing strangers, experienced refusals to participate. However, two students were unable to complete interviews with intended informants and had to reschedule with others. Informants often expressed gratitude for participating in the interview process. One grandfather, for instance, remarked tearfully to his granddaughter, "It has been very nice talking with you like this. I don't think we have ever had a conversation like this" (Grandpa Louie, married, 75 years old).
We note several advantages of our data collection strategy. One advantage of interviews conducted between insiders is that they unfold more naturally, often with greater disclosure from informants. Another is that insider knowledge facilitates expressions of shared experience (McCracken 1988b) . Third, preexisting relationships linking interviewer and interviewee facilitate openness in dealing with sensitive topics such as death (Rubin and Rubin 1995) . Thus, the research benefited from emotional openness between intimate communicators as the following student's comment suggests: "Conducting these interviews has been a great experience 4 Completion of the interviews accounted for part of the student's course grade. Interviewing methods was one substantive topic covered in the curriculum. Students were invited to participate in contributing to a database that would be used for teaching and research. They were assured that a decision to withhold their data would not be viewed negatively. Only three students did not want to participate. Many were not only interested but very enthusiastic as well.
for me. Since I knew both parties, I found this project a way of getting closer to them. I feel that both parties enjoyed the interview as much as I did." Interview texts confirm that they sometimes also enriched emotional bonds between generations.
Long Depth Interviews
The second set of data reported on in this study draws on findings from seven long depth interviews with elderly informants conducted by the first and third authors (McCracken 1988b) . All of these interviews took place in the participant's home. By contrast with the semistructured interviews, these interviews lasted between 90 minutes and three hours, and sought to situate special possessions and disposition decisions within the broader context of these individuals' families and lives (Kvale 1983) . As necessary we conducted follow-up interviews to further illuminate and explicate relationships between special possessions, disposition decisions, and life concerns. By contrast with data set 1, these interviews involved informants who are not the interviewers' kin or close acquaintances. Compared with interviews with blood relations in the first data set, emotions unfolded more gradually in these interviews. But we did not observe differences in conflict avoidance or impression management between the two data sets.
Data Analysis
Both interview sets were taped and transcribed and then analyzed, organized, and stored using a qualitative data analysis software package. The combined database includes over five hundred pages of transcripts. Authors read each transcribed interview, noting specific themes and tensions they felt were evident in the data. Axial coding across transcripts of themes and tensions noted in individual interviews helped to determine common themes and patterns (Miles and Huberman 1994) . Together the research team discussed these themes and tensions, questioning the generalities and patterns each member proposed to the group. Team members developed consensus about themes and tensions and ensured that each was illustrated repeatedly in the transcripts (Wallendorf and Belk 1989 ). An outline of these themes was prepared and a computer file created for each in a fashion consistent with the bracketing idea (Denzin 1989; Thompson et al. 1989) . Next the transcripts were re-read and thematic files were manually completed. We organized each illustration of a specific theme in the appropriate computer files. An example of a file type is "anxiety and tension" comprising 140 text units excerpted from 28 of 90 documents. In total, we produced 150 coding files. Iterative discussions related to the themes and tensions that appeared in the data precipitated further investigation of the data for repeated documentation. As iterative investigation and systematic coding progressed (Miles and Huberman 1994; Spiggle 1994) , additional overarching themes became evident and were documented in the data until we reached a comprehensive interpretation. Inevitably page constraints prevent
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us from presenting all of the rich detail revealed in the analysis.
Many elements of the disposition process could be discerned only through repeated readings of each complete interview, when key phrases and patterns of meaning were noted and points of similarity to and difference from previously interpreted interviews were recorded (Thompson 1996; Thompson, Pollio, and Locander 1994) . Moreover, interviews often took the form of a unit of discourse, a structurally and thematically coherent sequence. As such, analysis was aided by examining linked stories and narrative structure within each interview (Riessman 1993) . A complete description of this narrative analysis is beyond the scope of this article. Table 1 summarizes key findings from sundry literatures relevant to older consumers' disposition of special possessions. Figure 1 provides a descriptive schema of the disposition process. Figure 1 , Table 1 , and our findings are organized around five central questions that emerged from initial depth interviews with older consumers (not reported here) and that are supported in previous literature. What events or informant characteristics precipitate disposition decisions? What emotions are associated with disposition decisions, and how do these emotions influence the decision process? What meanings are associated with older consumers' special possessions? What are older consumers' disposition goals? And finally, what tactics do consumers employ to accomplish their goals? Specifically what heuristics guide decisions of whom, when, and how to distribute cherished possessions? Readers will find it useful to tack between text, Figure 1 , and Table 1 as they read the next section.
FINDINGS
The Disposition Decision
We begin our explication of Figure 1 and Table 1 What meanings are associated with special possessions?
What are consumers' disposition goals?
What tactics do consumers employ to accomplish their goals?
Life review is prompted by approaching death, moments of crisis, and rites of progression (Butler 1963; Hydé n 1995; Kirschenblatt-Gimblett 1989) . Life review is a creative act of remembering that tests the validity of life experience stories. It is a developmental task (Bruner 1993; Radley 1990; Shotter 1990 ). Cherished possessions may serve as adaptive objects of reminiscence in the life review process (Lifton 1973; Sherman and Newman 1977-1978) . The links between cherished possessions and life review may be especially strong when objects represent important stories about the self (Kleine et al. 1995; Richins 1994a ). Events in either the giver's or the recipient's life can stimulate gift giving (Mauss 1990; Sahlins 1976; Unruh 1983 ). Disposition may combine features of rites of passage (like weddings and wakes) that involve conventionalized, rule-governed gift giving, with rites of progression (like birthdays and anniversaries) that feature more personalized gift giving (Cheal 1989; McGrath and Englis 1996) . Most research on elderly consumers' possession disposition examines moves to institutional settings (Kalymun 1985) .
Voluntary disposition may be a prelude to a role or life transition that is anticipated and celebrated (Andreasen 1984; La Branche 1973; McAlexander and Schouten 1989 ; McAlexander, Schouten, and Roberts 1993; Young and Wallendorf 1989) . Even with positive role transitions consumers may still yearn for lost selves and lost objects (Joy and Dholakia 1991; Mehta and Belk 1991) . Fear of loss of possessions is a preoccupation among older persons faced with institutionalization (Howell 1983; Pastalan 1983) . Older consumers may feel that impending death forces involuntary disposition of possessions. Cherished possessions are important in the well-being of the elderly. Loss of cherished possessions may lead to lower life satisfaction and even a "de-selfing" process (Goffman 1961; Sherman and Newman 1977-1978; Unruh 1983; Wapner et al. 1990 ). Many consumers cope with negatively emotionladen consumer decisions by avoiding a decision (Luce 1998 ). Very high involvement consumer decisions may arouse ambivalent emotions-both extremely positive and extremely negative feelings (Otnes et al. 1997) .
Cherished possessions represent the narrative scaffolding of consumers' lives. Cherished possessions reflect agency both in their creation and ownership (Katriel and Farrell 1991; Korosec-Serfaty 1984 ; Young and Wallendorf 1989) . Cherished possessions make a life story durable. They represent vivid, emotional linkages to other people, times, and places (Belk 1991a (Belk , 1991b Grayson and Shulman 2000; Richins 1994a ). Possessions people have been able to hold on to, through good times and bad, increase in meanings and value (Belk 1992; Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton 1981; Freund 1993; McCracken 1986 ). Cherished possessions can represent legacies of the self (Unruh 1983) . They may become singularly attached to their original owners (Tobin 1996; Weiner 1985) . Gaps between public meanings of cherished objects and their personal narrative require active mediation by the owner Richins 1994a; Unruh 1983 ). Cherished possessions may have totemic meanings offering potency, powers of protection, and transformation (Belk 1995; Belk et al. 1991; Levi-Strauss 1963) . Cherished possessions refigure the world into a place of belonging and provide stabilizing influences (Douglas and Isherwood 1979; Furby 1978; Katriel and Farrell 1991; McClelland 1951 ).
Cherished objects transferred through bequests may invoke spirits of ancestors creating symbolic immortality (Belk 1991b ; McCracken 1988a; Weiner 1985) . Possessions allow their owners to filter out negative experiences and to reflect the past as they prefer to represent it (Gentry et al. 1995; Unruh 1983) . Consumers may seek to insure that their "contributions" or "works" do not die and that they symbolically live on in these works (Belk, Wallendorf, and Sherry 1989; Gentry et al. 1995; Unruh 1983 ). Consumers may seek to preserve the life of a treasured object deserving of a good home (Belk 1995; Hermann 1997) . Consumers may attempt to control the destinies and future life of others through disposition of their cherished objects (Broude 1994; Sauer 1979) . Disposition of cherished objects may be used to engage with younger family members, express love, and pass on personal and familial legacies (Rosenthal 1985; Troll 1983; Troll, Miller, and Atchley 1979) . Consumers use narratives to make meaningful evaluations, form judgments, and inform their own actions relative to cherished possessions (Bruner 1990; Polkinghorne 1991) .
Cherished irreplaceable objects hold the potential to be a perfect gift for giver and receiver alike (Belk 1996) . Gifts establish ties of reciprocity or interdependency between people (Gregory 1982; Mauss 1990; Ruth et al. 1999 ). This may be a general obligation or a specific debt for gifts and favors rendered . When a gift is given, something of the owner always remains (Gregory 1982; Mauss 1990 ). Interpersonal gifts are intended to be special, binding individuals through a communion of cultural values and deeply felt emotions (Belk et al. 1989 ). Most successful gift exchanges involve gifts that affirm the identities of both giver and recipient (Sherry and McGrath 1989; Wolfinbarger and Gilly 1996) . Consumer story telling can graft meanings onto, rehearse those meanings, and extract them from the object (Stern 1994 ). Storytelling conveys both meaning and emotion (Kearney 1994) . Storytelling places objects in the context of both tellers' and listeners' personal histories (Crites 1986) Narratives assume conventionalized cultural forms (Riessman 1993 do with their cherished objects. To summarize, the answer that emerges from the data is that a complex, idiosyncratic interplay of informants' sense of mortality, the meanings they associate with their special possessions and their relationships to others, especially family, commonly precipitate a disposition process. Demographic factors do not appear to differentiate whether and how older consumers think about disposition of their special possessions. In a few cases, informants are aware that disposition decisions loom in the future, but they claim they have not begun to consider their response.
5 For example, Helen is in her mid-70s, is in good health, and lives by herself in a family community where she has lived for the past 20 years. She is the only one among our 87 informants who has never married. Helen acknowledges that she is a "pack rat" and " Helen does not have a strong sense of looming mortality and she does not express a need to live on in her possessions, although she would like her family to have her special things "so they can enjoy them as much as I have." Possibly Helen is also coping (like many of our informants) with a complex array of choices and trade-offs. She may be selecting an avoidance option, consistent with how consumers cope with other negatively emotion-laden consumer decisions (Luce 1998) . The avoidance option is more apparent in Marion's case. A few years ago she moved into an apartment and at that time got rid of a lot of things and packed up for storage many of her remaining special possessions. She observes she would get rid of these possessions now, "If I just didn't have to go through them" (70s, widowed, children and grandchildren).
Selma is a slightly different case. Selma is 74 years old, healthy, and living in her own home. She is a widow who has four grown children (whom she does not see often) and two children who died in a fire nearly 30 years ago. Her interview shows that she often engages in reminiscence about her deceased children. Although she has several special possessions, including quilts her mother made for her and quilts she made for her husband, she does not claim to need to pass them on. Selma seems to feel that holding onto her special objects is more important than insuring their future lives. In fact, she plans to take the many letters and notes she received from her husband "to the grave." She treasures the photos of "all my children, especially the photos of my two children that died in a fire": "My kids will 5 Eight percent of our informants (seven informants) indicated that they were not currently thinking about passing on their special possessions. Of these, over half (five informants) go on to indicate that their children or grandchildren have already received things or specified objects they want, or they have planned in their will how things will be divided. decide which photos they want after I am gone. All the other stuff they can either sell or they can keep. I'll leave the burden on them to decide. I really just want to keep what I have till I die." Her feelings about these photos well illustrate the previously documented role of possessions in life review (Lifton 1973; Sherman and Newman 1977-1978) and the increasing value special possessions develop over time (Belk 1992; Freund 1993; McCracken 1986) . Her interview also articulates a prominent theme in our data-a tension between holding onto special objects and controlling their future biographies.
Precipitating Events
As suggested by Table 1 , previous research has identified creative acts of remembering or life review involving cherished possessions (Bruner 1993; Radley 1990; Robinson and Hawpe 1986; Shotter 1990) . But most research describes older consumers' disposition activities as precipitated by a limited number of passively experienced events (such as the onset of serious illness or a move to a nursing home; Sherman and Newman [1977] [1978] ; Wapner, Demick, and Redondo [1990] ). Further, previous research does not link life review with cherished possession disposition activities. By contrast, most of our informants display active, agentic thinking about disposition closely linked to creative acts of remembering and life review. Although we identified a few instances of involuntary disposition because of declining financial circumstances or institutionalization, most of our informants approached this decision voluntarily.
6 Because involuntary disposition has been examined in previous research, we focus on the large majority of our informants who are actively engaged in making these difficult decisions.
Many describe a confluence of circumstances that together precipitate the feeling of an approaching end stimulating them to dispose of cherished objects. For example, Margit's (77 years old, married, good health, own home) concern has been triggered by her husband's quadruple heart by-pass surgery, her mother's death, the death of friends, and reading the obituaries. Regardless of age or health, informants frequently name a spouse's illness or death as a crucial precipitating event for thinking about the disposition of their special possessions.
7 Andrew is 83 years old. He has nine children, 22 grandchildren, and nine great-grandchildren and begins the interview with his granddaughter by observing, "I am so proud of the family that your grandmother and I have created." Although Andrew is active and in good health 6 The majority of our informants have lost one or more special possessions through a variety of life circumstances, including war, theft, moves, product deterioration, accidents, and so on. Only three of our informants described financial circumstances as a factor leading to the sale of very special possessions. Downsizing was a factor leading to disposition for several of our participants, but we encountered only two cases where informants felt they had to liquidate their very most cherished objects when they downsized.
7
For about 50 percent of our informants, loss of a loved one is at least one contributing factor in precipitating disposition activities for their cherished possessions. This is not too surprising given the high percentage of our female informants who are widowed. the recent death of his wife has changed his perspective dramatically. He anticipates a transition that will reunite him with his beloved spouse. Throughout the interview he switches between present and past tenses when referring both to his valued possessions and his late wife: "Eventually I will have to get rid of everything. To be honest with you, I don't have the will to live since your Grandma died and I have already started giving away some things . . . I don't want to hang around here much longer, your Grandmother is waiting for me."
Awareness of Finitude. Several interviews include ref-
erences to approaching death, linked to discussion of special possessions, their meanings, and disposition activities. Ruby cannot talk about her special possessions without describing the battle she is losing with cancer, Edward's truck glimmers as a last hope that he will recover and drive again, suggesting a close relationship between thoughts of death and special objects. Rosa had a stroke a year before the interview and observes, "It made me realize that I could pass away at any time." Shirley is getting older (73) and "making regular visits to the doctor." She believes it is time to pass her objects to her family.
Consistent with cultural norms, reference to death is often shrouded in ambiguity, with oblique phrases such as "at this time in our lives," or it is hinted at with unfinished sentences that leave death unsaid. Iris's comments in the epigraph exemplify this common behavior. Lisa is 78 years old and feels she has led a happy, full life. She has "quite a few things that have been handed down to me from my family, that have been in the family a long time . . . to me they are very valuable." Most of Lisa's precious possessions came from her mother, and she plans to pass them on to her daughter when she dies ("keeping a tradition"). At several points in the interview she follows references to her own death with laughter, for example: "At my age I have to think about what's going to happen when I'm dead, which common sense tells me I don't have too many years left! [Laughter.] After I'm gone I want these things to still be taken care of and I want them to go to people that will appreciate them."
Complex Bundling. The complex bundling of past and future, mortality and immortality, self and other is illustrated in many informant narratives. Consider Jane, 89 years old, widowed for about 10 years, who lives in her own home in the Northeast but winters in a condominium in the Southeast. In addition to the loss of her husband, she recently lost a son. Nevertheless, she is extremely active and good-humored and is certainly not preparing to die soon. When asked if she has thought about disposing of her special possessions she responds:
I've already done that in my will, if there is one thing that Prospero [her husband] taught me was planning. I know that when I pass, my things will be safe with my children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. Yes, everything I can think of that's of any worth is in there. . . . By planning early and not putting everything off, Prospero took very good care of me and that is what made me do the will because I don't want the kids fighting over my stuff because it's not worth it. I feel very good because I know where my possessions are going because I already chose that. I've heard too many stories of peoples' things being given away and auctioned off. . . . And that's a shame when you work all your life and have everything just given or sold to strangers when they belong to the people who really loved you.
The next excerpt is from an interview with Lina. Her economic circumstances are quite different. She and her husband came from the Azores islands of Portugal in 1971. Lina is in her 70s, resides in her own home (with plenty of storage space) in the Northeast, and speaks Portuguese predominantly. Her son died a few years ago, but she and her husband are in good health. Asked if she thinks about getting rid of her valued possessions, Lina responds.
Your mother told me that a few years ago and told me to make out a will, so I did. . . . I don't have much kadida [sweetheart or baby], but I want you to have something to remember me by. . . . I want my family to get our things kadida. Your mother said she doesn't want to fight with anyone or worry about our things when we're gone, so I made the will. I feel good because we know our things will go to the Finca family. Your mother made sense when she told me to think about the will because now we don't have to think about it.
Both Jane and Lina's interviews illustrate how disposition evokes other elements of informants' life stories (Prospero's penchant for planning and what will happen in the afterlife, for example). Both indicate the power that significant others have in stimulating disposition decisions. More important, they foreshadow other themes we discuss below. The fear of dying without deciding the fate of precious things (leading to auctions where things are sold involuntarily to strangers) figures into several of our informants' accounts of the decision process. Both allude to the goal of exercising some control over the future biographies of possessions and, implicitly, of significant others. Both contemplate voluntary disposition without explicit concern for reciprocity; yet the purpose of the gifts is "to remember me by." (The obligation of the receiver is to remember.) Both express a desire for a legacy-that what they have produced should be remembered and passed forward through their family (despite quite different economic circumstances). Both evince a desire to avoid family conflict, a goal that threads through many other interviews. Finally, both illustrate Unruh's (1983) tactical idea of parceling out meaning bundles among family members.
Other Precipitating Factors. Informants' increased awareness of finitude and shared reminiscence with loved ones provokes concern with cherished object disposition. Remembered disposition norms and rituals of a previous generation, a kind of familial legacy, can also precipitate disposition decisions or concerns. As one informant said, "My mother-in-law used to be that way toward me. If I went into her home and admired something, she'd want to give it to me. And I find myself doing the same thing" (Diane, 70, recently widowed, daughters, sons, granddaughter, and great-grandson). Similarly, Charles is 67 years old, married, and living in his own home. Charles recently passed on to his son golf clubs that he received from his father. He talks about missing them but observes, "But then I knew this was what my father did for me, so I did it for my son."
A special event in family members' (and other recipients') lives, such as rites of passage and progression can stimulate gift giving of cherished possessions (Cheal 1989; Mauss [1923 Mauss [ -1924 Mauss [ ] 1990 McGrath and Englis 1996; Sahlins 1976; Unruh 1983 ). We provide several examples of this in our discussion of disposition tactics. Previous research has not identified gift-giving occasions as opportunities for disposition of cherished objects.
Finally, some informants view themselves as caretakers of special objects that move forward forever. In the text that follows informant excerpts from Aaron, Becky, Jeannie, Juana, Lorelei, and Sharlene offer prominent examples. For caretakers, transfer may be precipitated either by the incapacity of a current caretaker or perceived readiness of the next. Angie describes all the cherished things her deceased husband gave her that she will keep for the rest of her life, noting "after that my grandchildren will take over" (83, widowed, own home). Caretaking cherished possessions is a way to engage with younger family members, express love, and pass on personal and familial legacies, in Rosenthal's (1985) terms, to enact a kin-keeping role. For kin keepers, disposition decisions involve passing caretaker responsibilities from one generation to the next. Linked caretaker and kin-keeper roles have received only passing attention (McCracken 1988a; Rosenthal 1985; Troll 1983) .
In summary, older consumers evince a concern with disposition of cherished possessions. Disposition decisions are woven into the life review and reminiscence processes. Concerns for legacy and self-extension often trigger disposition concerns and decisions. Precipitating factors that have been little addressed in previous work include care-taking roles, events in recipients' lives, and disposition norms of previous generations. We now turn to the ambivalent emotions stirred up by disposition.
Emotions Associated with Disposition
Here we examine emotions associated with voluntary disposition of special possessions. Previous research suggests that voluntary disposition may be celebrated; special possessions may be displaced by new roles and accompanying artifacts. Other work suggests that highly involving decisions, of which disposition decisions are an example, may be marked by emotional ambivalence (Otnes, Lowry, and Shrum 1997) . Table 1 underscores both the importance of cherished possessions to the well-being of the elderly and the fear associated with an involuntary loss of possessions (Sherman and Newman 1977-1978; Wapner et al. 1990) .
Our data show that the disposition of cherished possessions arouses both extreme positive and negative feelings, as illustrated in an interview with Abigail. Abigail is 68 years old, lives in her own home, and is recently widowed. She believes she has close ties with her four girls and two boys and many grandchildren. Early in the interview she reflects, "My family means more to me than possessions so I don't really care what happens to my stuff." However, other feelings associated with leaving a legacy (biological symbolic immortality in this case, "a part of me") surface in the interview (Belk 1991b; McCracken 1988a; Weiner 1985) : "I feel kind of happy when I think about leaving possessions to my children. I feel that it will be a legacy of some sort, something my great-grandchild can be shown that was part of me. I am just scared that my children will not take the time to tell my grandchildren about all the pictures and who are in them. If I knew that my children would keep passing on the pictures I would be really happy" [emphasis added]. Toward the end of the interview she notes, "I want my children to split up my belongings when I pass on. I pray that they don't fight over who gets what. Maybe someday I will write on paper who I want to give my things to but right now I want to just keep all the stuff I have unless a child or grandchild asks for something, then I will probably give it to them." The ambivalent feelings expressed above are characteristic of many informant comments. In this excerpt, we note again the fear of imminent conflict and loss of object meaning, and the belief that object-meaning bundles should be parceled out among family members. Maureen (72, married) claims she does not worry about disposition but goes on to describe her intense feelings of anxiety and relief. She too plans to divide her special possessions among her children.
Grandpa Louie broke down late in the interview after describing his special possessions (his dad's old tools and a coin collection, both emblems of "works") and thoughts about their disposition. Alluding to past personal competencies symbolically represented in these objects, he described his ambivalent feelings: "[I'm] happy in one sense and sad in another. I am happy that someone is going to get the coins and treasure them and I am even okay that no one would want my old junky tools, but I am sad because I am old" [emphasis added]. Connections between cherished objects life review and disposition concerns seem quite evident in these interview excerpts. Emotions are bittersweet. Thinking about the objects evidently saddens some informants by evoking thoughts of past times and selves, works (collections), and vanished loved ones (Belk 1991a (Belk , 1991b Grayson and Shulman 2000; Richins 1994a ). Consistent with gerontologists' accounts, informants' interviews also suggest that life review associated with cherished possession disposition is a source of pride, satisfaction, and contentment (Butler 1963 (Butler , 1974 . Ida (74, widowed) values her Avon dolls, that she plans to pass to her granddaughter, because "they are collector's items, they are beautiful and they are a symbol of my hard work." Throughout the interview she comes back to how the dolls exhibit her efforts.
Often fear is associated with half-formulated desires to forge enduring links between family structure and the mean-ings bundled with cherished goods. For example, Jeannie is 67 years old, recently widowed, with three sons. She began by observing that her most valuable possessions (wedding rings and jewelry gifts from her husband) had been stolen, but over the course of the interview she mentioned more and more valued objects. Her ambivalent and contradictory feelings are evident from sentence to sentence. As the interview progressed Jeannie adopted a "kin-keeping" perspective, worrying about her boys knowing the history and meaning of her special possessions, a legacy of works left behind by her parents: "Well, in talking about possessions, this has reminded me that I probably ought to label some of my things. I have some quilts in a chest; some were made by both of my Grandmothers. I ought to label them-which is made by which-because my kids aren't going to know that." And next, "This has also reminded me that I have some things in my house that my mother made. She was never idle and loved to knit and sew. I have a lot of items she made. I also have paintings and knick-knacks that my brother made. All of these hold special and personal memories for me. Now my boys-Egon was very fond of my brother, so I'm sure that those items that he made will probably be very precious to him. I don't know-I guess I could decide who would get what." Jeannie is not focused on the hedonic value of her cherished possessions. Instead, she is afraid that her boys will not appreciate these objects in the future ("until it is too late"). Hence, assuming a kin-keeping role, she takes action to pass on the objects with their meanings to her children and grandchildren intact (Rosenthal 1985) . She is refurbishing and repackaging objects (i.e., enlargements made); labeling items with historical origins, and attempting to decide who should get what. In one case, she uses the affective bond between her son and brother to guide her disposition decision. The implicit linkage between object meanings and kinship structure is left unstated.
To summarize our many informants' rich emotional disclosures, older consumers' ambivalence about disposition is complex. First, they often face disposition with some dread. Fear is linked to half-articulated concerns about loss of selfidentity, erasure of family tradition, absence of receptive recipients, changes in family structure or zeitgeist that threaten the worth of objects, and the inevitable loss of meaning as objects are transferred from one complexly storied life to another. Ambivalence is also linked to anxieties about the future, as if the real value of cherished possessions lies in their ability to extend the past into the future.
Second, informants also dismiss objects' importance with phrases such as "It's my family that really matters," or "I will always have the memories it represents." Views that devalue the current worth of cherished possessions are sometimes explicitly wrapped up with ambivalent religious ideology about wealth (Belk 1983) .
8 For example, Trevor, minister for a fundamentalist church, refuses to name a special 8 About 30 percent of our informants name family and spouses first as their most important possessions, several others name memories, friendship, love of God, and other intangibles first. Wallendorf and Arnould (1988) report a similar phenomenon among West African informants. possession but later reveals he's made out a will dividing his special things among family. Informant comments evoke conflicting emotion-laden statements about the possession's tangible connection to their continued well-being. They say things like "If she sold it or something we'd come out of our graves."
Finally, effective disposition that assigns objects to recipients in ways that accomplish older consumers' goals lightens the emotional tone of their comments about disposition. Statements about effective disposition contain notes of contentment and relief, but usually without fully dispelling emotional ambivalence.
Special Possession Meanings Figure 1 claims that older consumers' special possession meanings influence disposition decisions. Previous research has unmasked few specific meanings older consumers associate with cherished special possessions; Table 1 outlines the general semiotic purposes this research identifies with them. Our informants represent special possessions not merely as sentimental objects, still less branded products, but as unique meaning bundles. Life stories provide special possessions with meaning, and special possessions revitalize older consumers' life stories. Understanding older consumers' disposition decisions necessarily involves an understanding of these stories (Katriel and Farrell 1991; KorosecSerfaty 1984; Young and Wallendorf 1989) .
In this section we describe cherished possessions' meanings. Here we illustrate that our informants spontaneously link cherished possessions with life review and use them as narrative scaffolding to create a personal and durable sense of identity. The way in which cherished possessions increase in worth over time is also shown. Consistent with some research, informants' stated reasons for valuing special possessions range from utilitarian to storied extensions of self and family (Belk 1988; Csikzentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton 1981; Dittmar 1991; Richins 1994a; Tobin 1996; Unruh 1983; Wallendorf and Arnould 1988) . But even when informants mention functional properties, they frequently assign other meanings to these objects. All but one of our 87 informants mentioned at least one special possession that served as a narrative mnemonic life token, a totem of identity, or an emblem of kinship structure and family continuity. Among the many meanings of special possessions, the subset comprising narrative mnemonic life tokens is the most salient for our informants.
Narrative Mnemonic Life Tokens. Many special possessions mark indexicality (Grayson and Shulman 2000) , an indelible contextual association with particular times, places, and people. For example, Diane, age 70 and recently widowed, is at first reluctant to name a special material possession, naming instead her four children and grandchildren. However, later in the interview, she observes, "Well, I have a lot of love for my family, I guess you can tell that. And to me, everything in this house has been here for years and years and years. And I can look at anything and remember special occasions. It's almost like a history of our life, you know." In a nearly identical way, Norman, age 65, reflects on special possessions as a recording of his life-a history. Jane, recently widowed, also describes special objects' as durable mnemonic tokens: "They stand for what we had, and all the things that Prospero and I had together. I could pick out a necklace or ring and tell you where and when we got it. It's not what they're worth, it's just memories that make them valuable to me . . . reminders of the past. I get happy feelings out of some things because of the memories with those things and sadness out of other things because it is the reminder of what was."
The value of special possessions also increases over time (Belk 1991a (Belk , 1991b Young and Wallendorf 1989) . Lilly is 91 and recalls in vivid detail how soldiers arrested her husband and how she escaped from Germany with her baby daughter during World War II. Her most precious possessions date to this event in her life, and she notes, "These few things are the only ones I will be able to show to my grandchildren. . . . We will never discard them, and they will always stay in the family."
For Jane, Norman, and Diane cherished possessions represent preferred meanings of self and their recollected lives (Unruh 1983 ). These objects are not only linked to events and feelings, they have emotional force (Belk 1991a (Belk , 1991b . For many informants, mnemonic and narrative qualities of cherished possessions extend the individual and collective sense of self through time.
Men, too, reflect on objects as durable, story-laden signs of preferred meaning of the self and lives' past. Bernie's turtle collection is an example. Bernie is 68 and since he retired 10 years ago has been travelling around the world adding to his collection. He observes, "I couldn't live without my turtle collection" and plans to "maybe someday" pass them to his son and grandson. He uses these turtles to transport him metaphorically in time noting, "Each turtle is related to a trip, to a different experience." Like many cherished possessions, Bernie's turtles provide contextual anchors to specific times, places, and social situations. But we were surprised to learn that some turtles also memorialize ancestral kin relationships: "Actually, some of the turtles I collect were given to me by my great grandfather. At first, they weren't important to me, but as time passed and as I grew older, I started collecting turtles." Thus, the turtles have increased in value because of their indexical association with a deceased person (Grayson and Shulman 2000) .
Camille is 66 years old, married, with two sons. Her most treasured objects include ceramic figurines (with no monetary value) that her mother had collected since childhood and her grandmother's mirror. Like other items discussed here, her figurines have narrative value. They "remind me about my mother and by having them I feel closer to her." Camille took possession of the mirror 30 years ago when she got married: "The mirror reminds me about my grandmother. It was given to her from her mother, and passed along to my mother when she got married. It's kind of a tradition."
Since it memorializes a lineage of women and Camille has no daughters, rather than pass on the mirror at a wedding, Camille intends to hold onto the mirror until she dies. It is too powerful a personal sign of the distance Camille has traveled from her depression childhood to dispose of easily.
You must remember that I'm a depression child, when I grew up we didn't have many things. We grew up with the love of our parents and this is what I treasure the most. Now, whatever has been of value to me except the love of my family, I have kept and treasured throughout the years and will never give those up until I die. . . . I know my oldest son wants the mirror that belonged to my grandmother. He already asked me if he could have it, but I refused to give it to him now, because I want to enjoy it as much as I can.
Totems. Cherished goods emblematic of workstotemic symbols of skills and competencies, have surfaced in a number of interview excerpts. Indeed, many informants describe objects as representative of their triumphs and abilities or those of cherished others' (ancestors and loved ones). Sometimes object symbolism is more immediate.
Our informants describe some objects' magical power to evoke past time and reunite them with deceased loved ones. Kathy was widowed about five years ago. In order to move in with her daughter, she had to dispose involuntarily of many cherished objects. She held on to a painting of her and her husband painted on their wedding day. About it she observes, "It's like he is still with me, like he accompanies me while I'm at home." Annie describes photos of her late husband, "And I feel that although he is gone he is still a part of me. When I see those pictures I think about the good times that we had together." Sara, 69, is a widow who lives in her own home. She has lost one of her two sons. She recounts instances of corporal co-presence where cherished objects bear an indexical symbolic relationship to a person: "Well, when Matthew [her son] was killed in the Vietnam War, his maple tree turned into the place where I went to talk to him. [Long pause]. It still seems like he will come home any minute now. . . . Well, when you had that nice young man come over to cut some of my trees, he told me how eaten up it was and tried to do something about it, but I guess it just got eaten up more. Maybe Matthew is just trying to tell me to let go already." Several of our female informants tell stories of how their spouses sacrificed during times of economic hardship to buy them gifts. For example, Grandma Mary is widowed and has recently given up her home of many years, downsized, and relocated to the Southeast, close to family. She talks in an interview with her grandson about a watch that she was given by her husband about twenty years ago that "I still wear everyday": "The watch is really special to me. Your grandfather gave it to me many years ago when times were really tough. It isn't worth very much but it means a great deal to me-times were really tough but we made it. All my children are healthy and doing well." In a similar vein, Felipe, who is 74 years old, describes his wife as his most cherished possession. When pressed he indicates the ring he gave her as a gift when he asked her to marry him as his most prized possession (although she still "owns" it), saying: "It wasn't much, but it was all I could afford at the time, and it did the trick. [Laughs.] and of course she hit me up for a better one already. I had to save a long time and I bought it for her. At that time there was no gold and diamond source or anything so I just bought it from the corner jeweler."
Mary and Felipe value cherished possessions as a connection to a deceased spouse, but they also symbolize a more general theme of triumph over hard times. This watch embodies age cohort (the Depression) and social class values that our informants are (more or less consciously) passing forward (Bourdieu 1984; Holt 1995 Holt , 1997 Holt , 1998 . Cherished possessions are like integrating stimuli whose value lies in communion, linking the self to compelling (narrative) images and cultural values (MacInnis and Price 1987).
Objects are also valued as more immediate extensions of self and totems of identity and competencies. For example, some of our informants (both men and women) talked about their cars as emblematic of lost freedom and mobility. Edward, who is 81 years old, widowed, and lives in a nursing home, is proud that he has outlived his doctor's estimates by two years. He has already distributed most of his valued possessions. Edward names his truck, which his son is "keeping for him" (notice the porous ownership boundary here) as his most valued possession. He sees his truck as like him, or at least like he used to be, "a good piece of equipment." Although he doesn't drive anymore it symbolizes hope, and he dreams of driving it again.
This totemic use of objects is also signaled by the presence of metaphoric links between the object and the self as seen in the following excerpt from Sharon, who is 69, widowed, and lives in her own home. She had two sons; one is now deceased. "All of my crochet is a part of me. Like that throw there. [Indicating a throw on her couch.] Everything I make is like a part of me. Then I can give these things to others. Like giving them a piece of me. I've made things for all the children here and some of the adults. It makes me happy to be able to do something for them." Sharon's identification of the objects as an extension of self serves another important totemic purpose. Totems, unlike people and competencies, are divisible. The meanings they represent can be divided and distributed among appropriate heirs. Thus, informants may then talk about these objects as if they were distributing and extending themselves into the future.
Emblems of Kinship Structure As described above, consumers often seek to transfer personal meanings and to memorialize themselves or their works with cherished possessions. Using cherished objects to replicate the familiar kinship structure of one's family is another important meaning bundled with cherished possessions that has not been discussed in the consumer behavior literature previously. This theme is a subtext in some accounts and more prominent in others. For example, Aaron, 62, has three grown children. A grandfather clock is his most treasured possession. Stories about the clock have been passed down to him, and he remembers the clock in his grandmother's house, before it was passed to his dad, who passed it to him: "I'm the last Thompson and then my son, I finally had a son, and he now has a son. And that clock has to go through that family, because it has been in the family for about a hundred and fifty years." In Aaron's story, replicating gender relations and preserving the family name figures prominently in the transfer. In some cases, informants provide a genealogy or physical record of kinship structure that they transfer to a trusted confidante. Aaron did this with his grandfather clock, as did Camille with her mirror. Likewise some of Bernie's turtles are emblems of ancestors, some are emblems of Bernie; together he hopes they will provide an enriched narrative genealogy for his descendents. Other examples of the use of cherished possessions to symbolize preferred kinship structure and genealogy emerge in the discussion below of tactics for targeting recipients.
In summary, specific special possession meanings are linked to disposition decisions. Informants experience a tension between the desire to hold onto meaningful special possessions and to transfer these meaning bundles to others. The former is due to their totemic value and mnemonic powers. The latter reflects the desire to preserve the self, similar to Unruh's (1983) theme of symbolic immortality, but also the history of significant others and specific, meaningful intergenerational family traditions. Our discussion of special possession meanings extends much previous consumer research. Our data emphasize the social, storied nature of special possession attachments, the associated ambivalent emotions, and their increased value over time. Cherished special possessions often represent indexicality, totemic qualities (extension, communion, and divisibility), magical power, and genealogical meanings.
Tactics for "Disposition" of Special Possessions
Unlike the subjects of previous research on possession meanings, older consumers are not merely attached to their objects but also contend with the problem of passing them forward and assuring them a future biography. Table 1 indicates that little previous literature deals with the disposition tactics older consumers employ to distribute their special possessions. Here, we turn to this question.
First, we establish the fact that this is a concern. If prompted, only a handful of informants aver that they have no preferences about the future biography of their special objects. Even in these cases, their statements are ambiguous. Sometimes the apparent lack of concern seemed anchored in secure and close relationships with family members. That is, their statements more accurately read, "I don't care, as long as they (and their meanings) stay in the family." Sometimes, informants' statements conflict with their behavior. For example, Grandmother Jones is 76 years old, widowed, living in her own home. She says, "I suppose when I am gone my children will decide what will go to who, because I don't have a real preference." However, as the interview unfolds she reveals that on the occasion of her granddaughter's recent wedding, she gave her a pearl necklace and a matching pair of earrings (which she describes as cherished objects imbued with narrative meanings). This gift, keyed to a rite of passage, suggests that despite her avowed disinterest, Grandmother Jones is asserting some control over both the meanings of her precious objects now bundled with the meanings of her granddaughter's wedding, and their future owner, her granddaughter. Consistent with previous findings, special possessions can make perfect gifts, and as "giver congruent" gifts the goal may be to strengthen links between exchange partners (Belk 1996; Ruth, Otnes, and Brunel 1999) .
Our informants' goals for special possession disposition are bound up with tactical decisions of who should receive them, when, and how. As evidenced in many of the preceding quotes, informants raised issues of "whom," "when," and "how" spontaneously as they described their special possessions and meanings. Table 2 summarizes tactics and heuristics used by our informants to decide whom, when, and how transfers of special possessions should occur. In any particular decision, multiple tactics may apply. We invite readers to tack between the Figure 1 , Table 2 , and the text of the following section.
As illustrated in the examples in this section, issues of "whom," "when," and "how" are codetermined. For example, Becky plans to give her china to the first granddaughter to get married-how determines whom and when. Aaron plans to transfer the antique family clock to his son who has a son "whenever he gets settled enough"-whom determines when and how. "Settled enough" may also gloss the idea of the grandson's readiness to appreciate the clock. In both of these cases, replication of family structures and traditions is an implicit goal. Grandpa Louie spontaneously gives his son a watch because it came up in a conversation-how (shared reminiscences) determines when (serendipitously) and whom. Iris and Herbert try to load the kids up whenever they are home for a visit-when determines whom and how.
Who?
In Table 2 we summarize "who" heuristics in three goalrelated categories. Using cultural norms and/or family traditions as a disposition guide is the primary heuristic. When insufficient, as when multiple targets or no logical disposition target presents him or herself other heuristics come into play. In such cases, heuristics rely on cues that the object's meanings are congruent with the recipient's lifestyle and hence will be cherished and passed forward and/or based on reciprocity or who are "most deserving." Our data include a couple of instances where informants (e.g., Dorothy, age 65, and Marion in her 70s) feel that institutions, service providers, neighbors, or friends are more deserving or more likely to be appreciative of inheritance than family. Here disposition appears to more closely resemble ordinary gift-giving behavior. Other research shows that the increasing institutionalization of elderly people has led to growing numbers of bequests to institutionalized friends (Rosenfeld 1979a (Rosenfeld , 1979b . However, this pattern is not in evidence in our data, even among our institutionalized informants.
Cultural Norms and Family Traditions. Cultural
norms have a powerful impact on the disposition of special possessions. Across our data, the desire to "keep things in the family" which is the way that cultural norms are articulated, is pervasive. Nancy, 76 years old, a widow with four sons and grandchildren exclaims, "I ask my kids and grandkids all the time what they would want. Sometimes I just listen to them when they say they like something and add them to the list." However, tactics for "keeping things in the family" are complex and subtle. In particular, the decision of which family member should receive a possession is often based on a combination of family tradition, gender, deservedness, relationship with owner, and relationship with object (Rosenfeld 1979b) .
Objects preferentially channel through gender-based lineages within families but may well cross gender lines to remain within a family line. Preserving possessions of same sex ancestors is consistent with the gendered nature of selfimage (Belk 1991b; Stone 1988) . Our informants do not question the cultural logic of these templates for transfer. For example, Margit notes matter-of-factly: "My mother had given me a lot of her linens before she died cause I was the only girl in the family, so she had given me those."
The decision of who should receive the object(s) is probably easiest when only one logical target is identifiable through cultural norm, family tradition, or default. When an only daughter has a close relationship with her only daughter and contemplates distributing her prized possessions, many inherited from her parents, there is really only one logical target. Sharlene, 56, is married, works full-time, and lives in her own home. Notice both the storied nature of the cherished possessions and the way Sharlene acts more as "caretaker" than "owner" in what follows: "With things like jewelry, things that belonged to my mom and dad, musical instruments, that sort of thing, I've made room for them and I've seen to it that they have proper storage, so that they will be passed on to my daughter. . . . I have told her some of the stories. My mother told her some of the stories. . . . Being from a small family with only one child, it is pretty easy to communicate that sort of information." Sometimes, the owner (or caretaker) attempts to insure the object's future transfer over multiple generations. For example, Sabine is in her late seventies and widowed. She has children and grandchildren and was in poor health at the time of the interview. She cherishes jewelry given to her by her husband on many special occasions. She envisions intergenerational transfer of her cherished goods even though this has been frustrated by the theft of several heirlooms: "I would probably give my valued objects to my children so that they can pass them down through the generations. I'm a big family person, and I feel you need to leave something for your family so that they can carry on a tradition from generation to generation." She hopes to provide an intergenerational emblem of family traditions and values.
Even when there is a "most logical" recipient, the decision can be fraught with conflicting feelings. As her most precious possession, Iris describes a gold cross with a watch that her husband gave her in 1942, the year they met. She has one daughter and three sons. She believes that the cross means as much to her daughter as it does to her, but also knows that it means a great deal to her sons. Her comment shows that who asks first (a "when" concern) may stake a claim to a cherished possession: "She knows that her father gave that to me. It means, it has always meant a lot to me. And she always mentions it to me. 'Who is going to get that cross?' So I do think that-But I know the others would like it too. The boys ask, I just don't feel, . . . the daughtersin-law had mothers, and they in turn would give their children, if they had something worthwhile, that meant something to them, they would pass it on to their daughters." Iris will probably give the cross to her daughter as the genderappropriate target for the object. But she feels sad that her sons and their daughters will not get the object.
Cultural norms and family traditions often provide ambiguous guidance for who should receive a cherished object. Multiple targets may qualify and hence the giver invokes other heuristics. In other cases nobody really qualifies according to cultural norms. Again, some other heuristic must inform the choice. Finally, people whom cultural norms make logical targets for possession transfer are sometimes disqualified because owners believe they would not appreciate or do not deserve the objects.
Multiple Logical Targets. Disposition can be complicated by identifying multiple recipients who are equally norm-appropriate. Grandpa Louie (married, 75 years old) has a coin collection that he wants to pass forward. His dilemma is that he has one coin collection and two loved and loving sons.
Well, I really would not like to split the collection up, so who do I give them to? I think your father and your uncle would both like the collection. I don't know. I really don't know. When your father was a boy he used to play with them all the time till your grandmother would yell at him for being in my drawers. I guess your father was interested in them more than your uncle. With the coins, your father would listen to the sounds they would make if he clanged them together or dropped them on the table. He would do that, it seemed anyway, for hours. . . . Talking about it is making me remember so much about your father and uncle growing up.
Like many of our informants, Grandpa Louie wants to pass the collection to the person who would treasure it the most-the receiver congruity heuristic. Illustrating again how narratives define special possession meanings, Grandpa Louie rehearses stories and relives memories in an attempt to decide which of his two sons should receive the collection. This strategy of reliving past events to decide who should receive an object or collection is consistent with the idea that treasured objects are indexical signs of past events (Grayson and Schulman 2000) .
Like Grandpa Louie, Juana too feels that the large size of her family makes distributing her special things difficult. Juana is 72 years old, widowed, with three children, plus grandchildren and great grandchildren. At the same time as she expresses the culturally normative goal of equal distribution among kin, she notes her own particular disposition heuristics. Juana uses gender as a guide but also evokes "who will value most" as a disposition heuristic. Notice also the timing. By transferring now she can insure the objects' love and care: "Little by little, I'm sending my oldest daughter things. My son, I haven't really given things to, because I feel it's different with sons because they are married and their wives get things from their family. A lot of the things that I have that were my husband's, most of that stuff I've given to my grandson. He seems to really really want those things. I want to give my things away now so they can appreciate it while I'm still alive instead of waiting until I'm dead."
No Logical Target. Some informants face a different disposition problem. They cannot identify a straightforward relationship between a logical target and cultural norms. Gender discrepancies, inappropriate kinship distance, or lack of fit between the age, lifestyles, or concerns of the intended recipient complicate targeting decisions. Jeannie has resolved her dilemma but notes that distributing special possessions is difficult, in this case because she has no daughters.
It can be difficult.
[Pause] Like with the jewelry that I have left, since I have sons and no daughters, but I have granddaughters-so I told my daughter-in-law (I have one daughter-in-law that has been just fabulous to me) that I'm not going to make decisions about the jewelry. I told her that I'm going to leave everything up to her and that'll be her problem [laughing] . Bless her heart! I don't want to have anybody say that "Grandma didn't love me because she didn't leave me so and so." So if I leave it to my daughter-in-law, she'll have to handle it.
Jeannie's intended reliance on her daughter-in-law (a caretaker) to resolve a disposition decision in the future mixes the "most deserving" decision heuristic with her perception of the gender normative target. Entrusting daughter-in-laws was not common in our data. Reflective of the greater perceived kinship distance between daughters-in-law and nuclear family members, informants are more likely to refer to daughter-in-laws who did not care and would not value their special things.
After a long life story describing the meaning of a pin, Maddie who is in her late 60's and lives in her own home, reviews the option and pros and cons of passing it on.
I have thought about it. I have two boys though. I guess if one of their wives wanted it I could give it to them. I am just not too close to them. Maybe I could give it to my granddaughter. She lives so far away. Next time I see her maybe I'll bring it up and see what she thinks. It is beautiful and maybe she would appreciate it. I wonder if she will think it is too old fashioned and out of date. I just love it! . . . She will not have the memories I do when she looks at it. I know she would take care of it, but as far as appreciating it, no. The pin means a great deal to me. I would love for my granddaughter to have it. It will be strange not seeing it in my jewelry box anymore.
In Maddie's discussion, she wants to transfer the object to a particular gender but also to someone with whom she is close; she considers kinship distance in her deliberations. Implied here is the idea that a close relationship already entails a fund of shared meanings associated with the cherished pin, although her concerns about meaning loss if she chooses unwisely is also evident. We revisit this theme of binding relationships with object meanings, as we discuss how to transfer object meanings. Maddie is also concerned that the object is cared for and longs for the object to be loved (Belk 1991b) . She worries about the recipient's lifestyle as an obstacle to appreciation.
Sometimes our informants simply cannot identify a suitable candidate to receive cherished possessions. In extreme cases, consumers may abandon the quest for a suitable target within the family as we discuss with regard to Luke's coin collection below. In such cases, garage sales may become a possible screening device for identifying an appropriate target (Hermann 1995 (Hermann , 1997 . Tim explains, I had an old bed. It was one of those that was solid wood with the metal springs on it from way back. I found that bed and gave it to my parents shortly before they died. They both used it and enjoyed it. . . . So we decided to take a weekend and go to West Virginia to sell the bed. I just needed to make sure that whoever bought the bed was appreciative of the value of the piece. We got lucky . . . a younger couple . . . loved that bed and they appeared to be the type of people that would take care of such a precious item. I felt pretty comfortable letting them have it, even though I knew that a part of me was gone with that bed. (Married, 65 years old) Through the sale, Tim exerts some control over the transfer of some public meanings of the antique object, as well as the more private idea that this is a couple's bed. Still, he recognizes that some private meanings are inevitably lost in the transfer.
Disqualified Target. Sometimes informants disqualify a logical target. Grounds for disqualification are based on an implicit failure of reciprocity as indicated in Table 2 . Informants invoke relational traits like "not close" and "not deserving" or target recipients' failures to appreciate object meaning "doesn't treasure things, would just sell." Henry (age 73, married) describes a gold watch that he received from his grandfather. He would like to pass it to his only son (a logical recipient) but fears his son would just sell it for money to blow. Maddie has an owl collection that her husband began when they were first dating and that her sons also contributed to as they grew up. Below is an exchange between Maddie and the interviewer.
Maddie: Nobody else in my family except my husband would appreciate those. We love having them around and they make us feel young. They hold memories. They are not worth any money. They hold no value. We love them. They will be here till we go.
I: You don't think your children or grandchildren will love them?
Maddie: My kids think they are dust collectors and they have enough of their own dust collectors. We'll have the last say, they will have to do something with them when we go.
I: What about your grandchildren?
Maddie: They have showed no interest in them. I would not want them to feel that they had to take them.
I:
How do you know they would not want them? Maybe they do want them and just have not mentioned it to you? Maddie: They would have said something because they have already told me everything they want. I have a meat grinder that was my mother's many years ago. My granddaughter has already staked a claim to it.
Maddie seems torn between a strategy of passing her goods along through gender lines, like her meat grinder, and disqualifying her children because they express little interest in receiving her storied owl collection. She assumes that because her children and grandchildren have not mentioned the owls, they don't want them-although we can imagine other explanations (oversight, reticence, or fear of sibling conflict, for example).
In sum, older consumers' tactics for targeting a recipient of cherished possessions range from unquestioned enactment of cultural norms related to kinship structure such as giving to the oldest son or daughter, to the expedient of giving to the person who asks first. In between these extremes intervene various heuristics that focus on the person who is most likely to appreciate the object, who will carry on the work, who cares the most, or who is the most deserving (Cours et al. 1999) . In extreme cases, informants rely on informal markets for disposition.
When?
Once informants begin to confront their own mortality, external events can be crucial in timing a transfer. Some sense that there is a "right time" to make these transfers. Our informant Bridget, 68, who is widowed and owns her own home notes: "I don't think I can pinpoint how often I give my things away. Usually if the time is right, I'll give something special to one of my family members. This has been happening a lot more lately. . . . I am saving certain things to give to my kids and grandkids, but the very valuable items are all listed in my will." The question of when to make a transfer turns on how the transfer event will affect object meaning and also on how it affects owner control over the object's future. In Table 2 we summarize heuristics in four categories: opportunistic timing, ritual occasions, control, and holding.
Opportunistic Timing. Serendipitous events can determine the target and/or the timing for transfer. Jeannie, 67, describes some objects that seem fortuitously destined for a particular person (Cours et al. 1999) : "Oh, one thing that turned out surprising-I have a grandson, my youngest son's son, and he was named after my husband and my brother. Coincidentally, it came out that his initials are the same as my husband's. So there are several items, which I don't know if he will ever value, like a tie tac and a belt buckle with the initials on them that I gave to my youngest son to hold for him. So that was kind of coincidental that it turned out that way."
Sometimes the serendipitous trigger is a conversation that allows the older consumer to identify a target who seems receptive to preferred object meanings. Conversation, particularly shared reminiscences or life review, enables the older consumer to mediate the interpretation of the object by attaching one or more stories to it. Shared reminiscence also allows recipients to express interest in cherished possessions discretely: "There was a watch from Gennaro. Your uncle liked it so much, that a couple of years ago I gave it to him. He flew down for vacation with your aunt and we had been drinking coffee after supper. We just started rambling and the watch came up. It was one of those things that it came up, he was interested, and I gave it to him" (Grandpa Louie, 70s, married, own home).
Ritual Occasions. Rites of passage (like Grandmother
Jones's granddaughter's wedding) or rites of progression (like birthdays) for significant friends or family members may provoke (spontaneous) possession transfers (Cours et al. 1999) . Ritual occasions, rites of passage and progression, are times when the storied quality of our lives comes to the forefront. On such occasions, participants are ready to hear and tell stories and remember the event itself as a story (Cheal 1989; Wallendorf and Arnould 1991) . In this way, rites of passage and progression become effective moments for the transfer of cherished possessions and their meanings. In one case, Robert (married, 65 years old) transfers a precious object to a friend, an uncommon procedure for a person like Robert with close family: "I had a rifle, a Remington Rolling Block 4570. . . . Jock, a friend of mine for about 36 years always liked it. . . . When he got married, I knew what I had to get him. One day before the wedding I went down and bought two of those foldout wedding bells and it was a spur of the moment type thing. I tied these wedding bells on the end of the barrel and took it to the reception.
[He continues] if you have somebody special you want to give them something special."
Although there are many exceptions, transfers of precious jewelry (including watches) are often used to mark a rite of passage or progression. Luisa is 76 years old, is widowed, and has children and grandchildren. She observes: "I gave my granddaughter some jewelry for her fifteenth birthday last year. That was special for me. The jewelry I gave to my granddaughter was something my husband had given to me before he died. It was very close to me, but I really wanted my granddaughter to have it."
Luisa is a Hispanic for whom a girl's fifteenth birthday is a commonly celebrated "coming of age" rite. As noted previously, Grandmother Jones recently gave away a treasured pearl necklace and a matching pair of earrings to her granddaughter when she got married. Numerous informants have timed transfers of special possessions to coincide with kin weddings, birthdays, and other ritual occasions. As Robert, quoted above, seems to intuit, using a ritual as a transfer occasion allows the cherished object to bundle narratives of two generations or two lives together. The object is embellished by the inherent intertextuality of ritual occasions.
Control. The idea of exercising control over the future of special possessions is a theme in the interviews that in-fluences when our informants transfer special possessions (Belk 1988 (Belk , 1991b . Juana, for example, is giving things to her family before her death, observing, "As years go by, people do not appreciate old things, so if anyone were to go into the house that was not my sister [living with her], they wouldn't know who would get what, and I'm afraid that they would get lost." A common timing decision dilemma is between holding possessions until the end because of their singular worth, or exercising control over these objects' future through disposition. This idea is evident in many of the earlier fragments where informants note that they want to keep their precious things "for now." Margit, 77, is currently struggling with the decision of when she should give her granddaughter Christine a treasured ring. Notice that timing is central to her desire to avoid the "wrong" outcome.
Christine has wanted this, wanted that, you know, not wanted it but said, Gram I love it that's, I just love that, well she has said that since the day I got it. Well it wasn't hard to know that I wanted Christine to have it-it's hard to know when do I take it off my finger and give it to her. Because it's that Bumpa gave it to me when we'd been married thirtyfive years and we'd worked all that time before we earned money enough so that he could buy me this ring. And, at what stage in my life do I want to take that off? Because you hear all these stories about elderly women who are taken to the hospital . . . and they have their rings on . . . and they are taken off in the hospital or something happens and you give them away to the wrong people.
A number of informants claim to want to transfer their special possessions so that their family can "enjoy them before I die." For example, Amanda is married, has two sons and several grandchildren, and lives in her own home. She reflects on the "antiques that have been in the family for generations" and that she has already transferred to her children and their families: "Many of the pieces have all sorts of memories attached to them from my childhood as they have been in the family since before I was born. But to me the best part of having antiques is being able to pass them down to your parents and your Uncle Derrick and his family and knowing that when I go to their houses that they are well taken care of and loved as much as I loved them." As interviewer and informant talk about how the objects are loved and cared for, it becomes apparent that this timing tactic also meets the goal of insuring the objects' future.
Iris combines many themes already discussed in her explanation for why she is making the transfer decisions now. Avoiding a fight, pre-death transfer generally improves the possibility that preferred meanings bundled with the objects are transferred: "I would rather they take it now. You know how it happens, when you are dying, everyone comes in. There is always a fight involved. I don't care what, there's always a fight over it. We would rather they get it before, and enjoy it while we are still around. And not fuss about it later. But it's hard. You can decide who would want it. I don't know. And I am thinking about our grandchildren.
Who would pass it on to the grandchildren. And what would they like?" Iris wants to avoid conflict and let her children enjoy things now, but also she remains very concerned with the future of her objects through her children and her children's children.
Porous Ownership Boundaries. Curiously, older consumers sometimes talk about things that they no longer physically possess as cherished objects, like 81-year-old Edward's truck mentioned above. Alternatively, they refer to things still in their physical possession as no longer theirs. This is not evidence of a loosened hold on reality. Instead, it reflects a changing orientation toward ownership. When an older consumer recognizes that "this is no longer mine, it belongs to someone else," this has less to do with the object's physical location and more to do with the location of the object's meaning. This is particularly the case when decommodified possessions become singularly associated with the original owner and thus acquire inalienable qualities (Kopytoff 1986; Weiner 1985) .
For example, Lorelei, who is 56 years old and has a daughter and one grandson, says, "I was always a collector. I just always was." Her most treasured objects are "the things from my family." She begins with "my great-grandmother's roll top desk that my great-grandfather made for her." Lorelei received the roll-top desk as a gift from her mother when her mother downsized her home. She thinks of these inherited possessions as her heritage: "They are my heritage. They really are my heritage, and not just something somebody bought." Later she is quizzed about special objects she no longer possesses and special things she may have gotten rid of. Nothing consequential comes up, but later Lorelei notes that the interviewer cannot see the roll-top desk. The exchange that follows illuminates the porous nature of special possession ownership:
Lorelei: I've already given it to Lucy [daughter] .
I: You've given it to Lucy? But you said you didn't anticipate getting rid of any of your most cherished possessions?
Lorelei: Oh I thought you meant sell them. Oh, by getting rid of them, oh, I see. See, you said, "Get rid of them." I thought you meant, sell them.
I: So when you think of giving it to Lucy, you don't think of that as getting rid of it?
Lorelei: No, because we are keeping it within the family.
A subsequent interview with Lorelei's daughter clarifies that she intends to pass the desk on to her only child, a son. These interviews suggest that the roll top is an inalienable possession, one that is associated with the ancestral craftsperson and symbolizes family continuity. While the object is linked to a specific person, family members seem to hold the object and its meaning in trust for future members of the family lineage. Thus, ownership transcends individuals.
Gloria, 72, is another of several informants who suggest that passing valued possessions forward is not the same as disposition. Here it seems that when possessions, like the dishes, assume an inalienable quality, the problem of meaning transfer is less troublesome. High monetary value, the worth of long ownership and tradition, and gender identity conjoin: "My mother left me household items like dishes, which are very valuable today, and also handmade tablecloths. . . . The dishes remind me of my mother. They've been passed down through the family tree. . . . I plan on passing on my mother's dishes to my daughters to continue the tradition. . . . Certain things, like my mother's dishes, I will never get rid of. But I will pass them on to my daughters." Porous boundaries may also mark transfers of personal (rather than inherited) cherished objects. And in some cases informants adopt a caretaking role even for cherished objects that lack the patina of age-that go back only a generation (McCracken 1988a) , especially when the object is highly cathected. Loretta, 86, is widowed and lives with her daughter. Years ago she nursed her brother's wife when she was dying of cancer. Loretta's niece bought her a Queen Anne desk-her mother's dying wish. Loretta says about that desk: "It will go back to Suzie, my niece. And I treasure it. Even my son, he says 'I sure do like that little desk Mom.' I says, 'too bad, you're not going to get it, it goes back to Suzie.'" Later in the interview Loretta laments that the object cannot go to her son, because her son would like it to become a family heirloom, yet because she views herself as a caretaker and not an owner she feels it must go back to Suzie.
As summarized in Table 2 , older consumers adopt various tactics to resolve the issue of when to transfer their cherished possessions. These tactics range from never ("Take it to my grave") to a serendipitous outcome of an expression of interest. In the absence of cultural norms for possession transfer, others' rites of passage and progression become possible transfer occasions. Informants time transfer to insure certain outcomes: the object is cared for, the object is not lost, the gift is returned to the giver, or family conflict is avoided. Timing may be linked to the perceived receptivity of recipients Finally, the sense of ownership itself may be altered when possessions become inalienable.
How?
The how of disposition is simpler to spell out than the who and the when. As the data suggest, informants may give items as gifts, convey along with objects the associated stories, bequeath them directly, transfer them indirectly through a caretaker, or, as in the case of Tim's bed, sell them. These tactics are summarized in Table 2 . While it is virtually impossible to tease apart how from whom and when, a central issue influencing how is the general question of what meanings owners hope to transfer with their special possessions.
The desire to transfer a meaning bundle that ensures some form of personal immortality (Unruh 1983) and not just an object (even a cherished object) is vividly portrayed in Iris's and Herbert's thinking about transfer of Herbert's cherished dress sword. Herbert served in the Pacific during World War II. Tales of this time figure prominently in both Herbert's and his wife Iris's stories about their special possessions. Herbert plans to give the sword to his oldest son (who also carries his name). Redolent of the themes of matching object meaning to an intended target, deservedness based on presumptions about gender roles and shared life experience, and totemic power, Iris reasons: "I think our oldest will get it. Because everybody would like to have it. Just for something to look at. But he was the only one in the service and he was in Vietnam. And I feel that it's only fair. He knows there's some meaning to it. The other three weren't. It's meaningful for someone who understands, someone who has been in the service. So, he will get this. He knows that."
Iris and Herbert do not want the sword merely to be treasured, cared for, or associated with Herbert. They are concerned with transferring both the private and public meanings of a singular military dress sword. They also express a belief in a high degree of overlap between public and private meanings. The sword is linked in Herbert's mind to the military, war, and his achievements in Japan. His oldest son, who served in Vietnam, may blend his own rich meanings with Herbert's when he receives the sword. That is, he will understand it in a way his brothers and sister cannot.
In other cases, informants feel confident that family members will value cherished objects exactly as they do (or extract equivalent meanings from them), saying things like, "I knew that he [my grandson] would take care of it [a rifle] because it had been his great-grandfather's." Sometimes the closeness of a relationship also serves as a guarantee of meaning transfer. Paralleling anthropological accounts of generalized gift exchange in small-scale, premarket communities, sacred objects enhance the life and status of the current holder and collect worth as they move from person to person over space and through time (Leach and Leach 1983; Weiner 1985 Weiner , 1994 .
Many informants voice a desire that objects not only be cared for but that they also be treasured. So even a good relationship with one and only one logical recipient (the best of possible worlds) does not make meaning transfer unproblematic. Many owners still fear that (because of their semiotic density) the meanings bundled with treasured objects will not transfer. Luke, 76 years old, divorced, has one daughter, four grandchildren, and two great-grandsons. Luke's story provides an example of the potential failure of meaning transfer and one less than satisfactory solution to it. It seems clear to us that failure to figure out how to transfer objects and their meanings contributes to the sadness informants often associate with disposition. In an interview with his granddaughter Luke talks about an extensive coin collection (works), acknowledging as an aside that "the monetary value behind them is quite high." He is currently struggling with what to do with his collection: "On the coin collection, the coin collection, I will probably give that to my daughter. I have tried to get one of my grandchildren interested in it, but out of the four, none of them so far have showed any interest. I may go ahead, after I have finished my complete inventory, and just sell the whole blasted thing! . . . The main thing is that I did want to keep it in the family within the family members, but if no one is interested, well, then I might as well get some benefit for myself."
Given his enthusiastic interview description of his coin collection, Luke still hopes that he can excite one of his family members about it. But he wants more than someone to hold onto the collection and remember him by it; he seems convinced that his daughter would do this. Instead, he wants someone to get involved in the collection, his works, and continue it. Barring some promise that the value of continuing his works will transfer, Luke prefers to liquidate the collection and return it to the sphere of marketplace values (Kopytoff 1986 ). In general, liquidation is not attractive to people with "worthless" but meaningful plastic figurines, owl collections, and photographs, unless through liquidation they can identify a good home for these objects (Hermann 1997) . For cherished possessions, even if liquidation is a realistic option it is a transfer tactic of last resort.
DISCUSSION AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
Among our older informants, disposition decisions are creative acts inspired both by a confrontation with biological finitude and the associated possibilities for metaphorical extension of the self in time. Disposition may initiate or punctuate the life review process and can play a role in assisting the self to adjust more positively to the aging process. Older consumers' disposition of cherished possessions is more complex than the disinterestedness some researchers describe and does not lend support to disengagement theory (Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton 1981) .
Cherished possession disposition provides an example of highly ambivalent decision making. Voluntary disposition is a prelude to an anticipated life transition that may lead at least to reassurance, a sense of closure and contentment, even if it is not celebrated as studies of other life transitions describe. Even in the best cases, fear of loss of possessions (with the possibility of damage to the self) combines with fear of loss of control over the disposition process and with nostalgia and grief for vanished selves to produce sadness. When disposition is involuntary, informants' sense of loss of self and sadness are palpable. Further, involuntary disposition curtails the creative possibilities for disposition decisions.
We show that disposition decisions can be stimulated by ritual occasions in the lives of significant others. This is one way of overcoming the North American lack of a ritualized context for disposition giving. Building on classic gift-giving theory, our informants' behavior suggests that disposition can be seen as a kind of generalized gift giving to future generations in which something of the giver's self endures. These cherished possession transfers often result in a willed extension (or incorporation) of the self of the older family member into that of the younger cherished possession recipient.
Perhaps the greatest contribution of our research lies in showing what it is that consumers hope to achieve through the disposition of their cherished possessions and the tactics and heuristics they employ to achieve these goals as summarized in Table 2 . At a minimum, disposition is one way of enacting a kin-keeping role. Disposition is a way to influence the future lives of others and the biographies of special things. Disposition also may be an act of curation designed to ensure a good home for a meaningful thing, especially an inalienable possession that symbolizes important family values. In transferring the object to younger family members, cultural capital acquired by the lineage may be transferred to younger family members. Finally, consumers may seek to insure that their contributions or works do not die with their bodies; bequests of cherished objects are a way of achieving symbolic immortality (Unruh 1983) .
Further, Table 2 shows that deciding who should receive a particular possession becomes a means by which cultural norms dealing with kinship are reproduced in American households. However, reflective of cultural values that stress individualism, disposition sometimes mirrors and inverts the marketing process by trying to match potential recipients with meaningful (needful?) idiosyncratic objects as when the receiver congruity or "most deserving" heuristics are applied. Further, gift-giving norms such as generalized reciprocity and the imperative that gifts should move on are enacted in some disposition decisions. Sometimes this means gifts return to the giver as suggested in Mauss's (1990) original theory.
Deciding when to pass on special possessions similarly reinforces certain cultural blueprints. Disposition decisions may be synchronized with ritual occasions so that possession meaning is reinforced by meanings associated with recipients' ritual moments. Or consistent with the role of possessions in defining the self, disposition is sometimes postponed until after death and then employed to extend the self into others' lives. And sometimes the timing of disposition decisions reflects spontaneous and unexpected creative assessment of the congruity between a recipient and cherished object meaning.
Decisions about how objects should be transferred seem to benefit from the clearest, if still tacit, understandings. Older consumers employ a number of implicit heuristics to choose recipients that we summarize in Table 2 . Direct transfers are supplemented by enlisting caretakers. The use of intermediaries not only ensures the curation of inalienable possessions but also exerts control over caretakers and decision timing. Finally while disposition is only indirectly a marketing phenomenon, some still recognize a role of last resort for the market. Consistent with unrelated research (Hermann 1995) , our findings show that people use informal markets to match objects with potential owners. But in such markets, the ability to pay is incidental to the ability to understand. In the disposition "market," meaning is the currency of choice.
Space limitations inhibit our ability to convey the coherence and structure of our informants' narratives. Nonetheless, our data illustrate the active mediating role that stories play in transforming apparently mundane objects into evocative totems of self, family, and tradition with potential powers of protection and transformation. Informants' rich stories convey how cherished possessions provide a narrative framework for many older consumers' lives and help them to create a personalized sense of place and purpose. Cherished possessions symbolically represent vivid and durable emotional links to other people, times, and places.
Our work has a number of implications for older consumers, their families, estate planners, family counselors, gerontologists, and marketers. First, older consumers desire to bequeath meaning bundles, not merely "sentimental" objects. The narrative importance of cherished possessions is not well recognized in the popular helping literature. We suggest that opportunities to convey the stories that make objects meaningful should be provided to older persons and empathetic recipients should take the time to learn and value the stories. Second, older persons can be helped to make satisfactory disposition decisions by working with them to preserve the stories and resolve tactical decisions. Often guiding and sharing in this aspect of what gerontologists call "reminiscence" would be helpful. By the same token, potential recipients should make their desires known to older persons. Third, caregivers and institutions should encourage older consumers to avoid excessive downsizing when they move to smaller or managed care facilities. Retention of some cherished possessions, perhaps for future giving, is important to older consumers' welfare (Johnson 1975) . Finally, marketers could supplement recent product introductions like interactive legacy-writing books with additional storage, display, and transfer products like object-specific programmable Smart Cards and Legacy greeting cards.
Our data provide access to only one side of the dyadic relationships between older consumers and the recipients they target in their disposition decisions. An important issue for future research is to investigate disposition dyads. We do not really know how effective the tactics adopted by older consumers are in transferring meaning bundles. Such issues could be resolved through the collection of dyadic data. This research might adopt a dramaturgical perspective to see how meanings and transfers are negotiated or a communicative one that examined specific speech acts. Such research might lead to a resolution of problems like what to do with Luke's coin collection or Maddie's owl collection. Longitudinal data and case studies of family groups will be needed to decipher fully the transfer and preservation of cherished meanings.
Our research helps to define the nature of disposition decisions faced by elderly consumers. They are highly salient and emotionally charged ones. Disposition decisions commonly involve consideration of potential unwanted consequences and involve negative emotions. These are often high involvement decisions entailing processing of complex, incommensurable attributes. Consumers receive little external guidance in making these decisions and often have few close others to provide insight. Further, no one facing these unique decisions can draw on prior expertise in making them (although they do draw on the experience of others and their own experiences with the death of family and loved ones). Finally, the disposition decisions older consumers confront are more sweeping even than those associated with migration, moving, or divorce (McAlexander 1991; Mehta and Belk 1991) . Thus, future research might adopt an information-processing perspective to focus on older consumers' disposition behavior as a high involvement, high uncertainty, high ambiguity, high affect, low information, infrequent decision. Such research might also make explicit possible avoidance options consumers employ in this negatively emotion-laden decision context (Luce 1998) .
A sense of disenfranchisement from future roles for older consumers, particularly roles as producers, is a theme in our data that we do not detail. This suggests the value of a broader life cycle study concerned with consumer roles and their contribution to identity formation and maintenance. This is well beyond the scope of the present study and most consumer research. Most consumer research looks at specific situations, role transitions, or specific life stages such as young children or working age adults. Currently, a welldeveloped life cycle perspective on possession meanings and consumer identity is lacking despite recognition that such a perspective is needed (Furby 1978; Kamptner 1991 NOTE.-Some women have been widowed for most of their adult life. Some widowed or married informants also reported divorces not captured in this number.
